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Diet and Health Care Cost 
 
Market Report Year 
Ago 
4 Wks 
Ago 8/1/14 
Livestock and Products, 
Weekly Average       
Nebraska Slaughter Steers, 
35-65% Choice, Live Weight. . . . . .  . 121.27 158.76 163.42 
Nebraska Feeder Steers, 
Med. & Large Frame, 550-600 lb. . . . . 167.25 259.25 280.44 
Nebraska Feeder Steers, 
Med. & Large Frame 750-800 lb. . .. . 164.69 212.89 249.41 
Choice Boxed Beef, 
600-750 lb. Carcass. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186.68 247.80 262.07 
Western Corn Belt Base Hog Price 
Carcass, Negotiated. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 99.35 127.21 NA 
Pork Carcass Cutout, 185 lb. Carcass 
51-52% Lean. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101.09 131.62 128.29 
Slaughter Lambs, Ch. & Pr.,  Heavy, 
Wooled, South Dakota, Direct. . . . . . . 117.25 NA 157.75 
National Carcass Lamb Cutout 
FOB. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 274.64 361.04 364.44 
Crops, 
Daily Spot Prices       
Wheat, No. 1, H.W. 
Imperial, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.88 6.42 5.61 
Corn, No. 2, Yellow 
Nebraska City, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . 5.86 3.98 3.36 
Soybeans, No. 1, Yellow 
Nebraska City, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . 12.62 13.40 11.84 
Grain Sorghum, No.2, Yellow 
Dorchester, cwt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9.21 7.04 5.86 
Oats, No. 2, Heavy 
Minneapolis, Mn, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.71 4.01 3.75 
Feed       
Alfalfa, Large Square Bales, 
Good to Premium, RFV 160-185 
Northeast Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . . 185.00 192.50 212.00 
Alfalfa, Large Rounds, Good 
Platte Valley, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180.00 ⃰ 100.00 
Grass Hay, Large Rounds, Good 
 Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . 160.00 160.00 100.00 
Dried Distillers Grains, 10% Moisture 
Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220.00 NA 108.00 
Wet Distillers Grains, 65-70% Moisture 
Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79.00 NA 42.00 
  ⃰ No Market 
      
In the article Putting Y our Car Where Y our 
Mouth Is: Diets and Carbon Emissions, published 
in the April 23, 2014 issue of Cornhusker Eco-
nomics, we compared the environmental damages 
in terms of CO2 emissions associated with the 
U.S. diet relative to the Japanese, Mediterranean 
(represented by Greece), French, and Nordic 
(represented by Finland) diets. In this article, we 
compare the health care cost associated with the 
U.S. diet and the same four alternative diets.  The 
theme of both articles is sustainable consumption, 
and specifically sustainable diets.    
 
As a first step to finding the relationship between 
diet and health care cost, we estimate the relation-
ship between the respective countries’ diets and 
body mass index (BMI) using data from the Food 
and Agricultural Organization of the United Na-
tions, the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development, the World Health 
Organization, and the World Bank.  BMI is a met-
ric often used to classify weight and indicates the 
health status of a population.  Figure 1 shows the 
average BMI for each of the 5 countries and the 
percentage of the population that is either over-
weight or obese.  The United States has the high-
est average BMI (28.5), with 69.4 percent of the 
adult population overweight or obese, also the 
highest. Of this 69.4 percent, 32.9 percent are 
classified as overweight and 36.5 percent are clas-
sified as obese (OECD, 2013).  
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Figure 1.  BMI and Percent of Population Overweight or Obese  
The first numeric column of Table 1 shows the 
change in the average U.S. BMI given a shift to 
any of the alternative diets while daily caloric con-
sumption is fixed at 3,688 kilocalories (kcal) per 
capita, the U.S. level in 2009.  In all cases, a shift 
in dietary composition is associated with a reduc-
tion in U.S. BMI.  A Mediterranean-type diet re-
sults in the largest reduction in BMI at 2.57 units.   
 
Next, the change in BMI due to a dietary shift is 
translated into a change in health care cost.  We use 
Wang et al.’s (2006) estimate of per-unit health 
care costs of BMI.  The authors estimate with each 
unit increase in BMI over 25, annual health care 
cost  increases by $202.30 per capita ($119.70 in 
medical  cost  and $82.60 in  pharmaceutical  cost).   
The second numeric column in Table 1 reports 
the difference in annual per capita health care 
cost relative to the U.S. diet.  Savings of $519 
per capita per year in health care cost are real-
ized by a shift to a Mediterranean-type diet.  
This translates to a reduction of about $160 
billion in U.S. health care cost.  That is equiva-
lent to 6.4 percent of the $2.5 trillion spent in 
the U.S. on health care in 2009.   
 
The results indicate that a shift in dietary com-
position may lead to more sustainable con-
sumption through lower BMI, and thus re-
duced health care cost.  
Table 1. Health Care Cost Given a Shift in Dietary Composition, Total Kcal Constant at U.S. Level  
Diet 
Change in 
 BMI* 
Cost 
 Difference 
 Relative to 
 U.S. Diet* 
Cost Difference 
 Relative to U.S. Diet 
(billions of dollars) 
Percentage 
 Difference 
Japanese -1.48 -$299.73 -$92.2 -3.7% 
Mediterranean -2.57 -$519.37 -$159.8 -6.4% 
French -1.96 -$396.05 -$121.9 -4.9% 
Nordic -2.13 -$430.69 -$132.5 -5.3% 
* Per capita per year 
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